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P R E F A C E  
M o d e r n  p o e t r y  i s  a  p a l e - f a c e d ,  w a s t e d  g e n r e ,  l o n g  a g o  
c o n f i n e d  t o  t h e  t e r m i n a l  w a r d  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  i m a g i n a t i o n .  
I t s  v i t a l i t y  h a s  b e e n  s a p p e d ,  a n d  i t s  p o s i t i o n  i n  A m e r i c a n  
c u l t u r e  u s u r p e d  b y  t h e  e l e c t r o n i c  m e d i a :  f i l m s ,  r a d i o ,  a n d  
e s p e c i a l l y  t e l e v i s i o n .  T h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  s t a n d a r d s  o f  p o e t i c  
e x c e l l e n c e  h a v e  n o  g r e a t  b e a r i n g  o n  t h e  i s s u e .  I t  m a t t e r s  
n o t  s o  m u c h  t h a t  p o e t s  s t i l l  a s p i r e  t o  q u a l i t y ,  i n s p i r a t i o n ,  
a n d  g e n i u s  a s  i t  d o e s  t h a t  t h e r e  a r e  f e w  p e o p l e  w i l l i n g  t o  
r e a d  t h e i r  w o r k s .  T h e  i n e s c a p a b l e  f a c t  i s  t h a t  m i n d l e s s  
s i t c o m s  a n d  s o a p  o p e r a s  b e a m e d  i n t o  c o u n t l e s s  l i v i n g  r o o m s  
a c r o s s  o u r  l a n d  a r e  h a v i n g  a  f a r  g r e a t e r  i m p a c t  o n  t h e  l i v e s  
o f  a v e r a g e  A m e r i c a n s  t h a n  p o e t r y  h a s  h a d  o r  e v e r  w i l l  h a v e .  
I l l u s t r a t i o n s  o f  t h e  s u b o r d i n a t i o n  o f  p o e t r y  a b o u n d .  
T h e  q u e s t i o n  o f  t h e  d a y  i s  n o t  " W h o  i s  W . S .  M e r w i n ? "  I t  i s  
' ' W h o  s h o t  J . R .  E w i n g ? "  T h e  w o r l d  a l m o s t  s t o p s  s p i n n i n g  w h e n  
t h e  f i n a l  e p i s o d e  o f  M . A . S . H .  i s  a i r e d ,  b u t  o n e  m u s t  h i r e  a  
d e t e c t i v e  t o  t r a c k  d o w n  a  b o o k  o f  p o e m s  b y  G a l w a y  K i n n e l l .  
H e r e  i n  I o w a ,  t h e  c o m m o n  c i t i z e n ' s  c o n c e p t  o f  p o e t r y  i s  a  
r h y m i n g  p o l i t i c a l  e s s a y  b y  C u r t  S y t s m a  i n  T h e  D e s  M o i n e s  
R e g i s t e r .  P e r h a p s  t h e  m o s t  t e l l i n g  i n d i c t m e n t  a g a i n s t  t h e  
s t a t u s  o f  m o d e r n  p o e t r y  i s  t h a t  R o d  M c K u e n  i s  p r o b a b l y  t h e  
b e s t  k n o w n  p o e t  i n  A m e r i c a ,  a n d  e v e n  h i s  u n w a r r a n t e d  p o p u -
l a r i t y  i s  w a n i n g .  
O n e  c o u l d  a r g u e  t h a t  p o e t r y  a n d  t e l e v i s i o n  a r e - n o t  
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c o m p a r a b l e ,  a n d  t h a t  p o p u l a r i t y  i s  n o  b a s i s  f o r  c o m p a r i s o n  
i n  a n y  c a s e .  I t  i s  n o t  a s  r e l e v a n t  t o  m e  t h a t  p o e t r y  i s  
s o m e h o w  " b e t t e r "  t h a n  t e l e v i s i o n  a s  i t  i s  t h a t  p o e t r y  h a s  
l o s t  t h e  a t t e n t i o n  o f  t h e  p u b l i c .  I n d e e d ,  p o e t r y  h a s  n e v e r  
h a d  t h e  a t t e n t i o n  t h a t  t e l e v i s i o n  e n j o y s .  S p a r e  t i m e  i s  a  
p r e c i o u s  c o m m o d i t y .  P o s s i b l y  t h e  m o s t  i m p o r t a n t  m e a s u r e  o f  
a n y  n o n e s s e n t i a l  a c t i v i t y  i s  t h e  a m o u n t  o f  p e o p l e ' s  s p a r e  
t i m e  i t  f i l l s .  
N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  
s o m e  w o u l d  m a i n t a i n  t h a t  p o e t r y  i s  a l i v e  
a n d  w e l l  a s  a  c o m m u n i c a t i n g  a r t  f o r m .  
T h e s e  d i e h a r d s  s i m p l y  
o v e r r a t e  t h e  p o w e r  o f  t h e  m o d e r n  p o e m .  
A n d  e v e n  t h e y  w h o  
p r o f e s s  t o  a  f a i t h  i n  t h e  e f f i c a c y  o f  t h e  g e n r e  o f t e n  r e a d  
v e r y  l i t t l e  p o e t r y  u n l e s s  r e q u i r e d  t o  b e c a u s e  o f  t h e i r  p r o -
f e s s i o n s  o r  f i e l d s  o f  s t u d y .  C o n t e m p o r a r y  p o e t s ,  l i k e  
a n c i e n t  g o d s ,  a r e  e x a l t e d  b y  o n l y  a  f e w .  T h e  t r a n s i s t o r -
h e a r t e d  g o d s  o f  t h e  t w e n t i e t h  c e n t u r y ,  o n  t h e  o t h e r  h a n d ,  
i n s p i r e  h o u r s  o f  d a i l y  d e v o t i o n .  
W h y  i s  t h e  r a t i o  o f  h o u r s  s p e n t  b e f o r e  t h e  t u b e  t o  h o u r s  
s p e n t  r e a d i n g  p o e m s  a  z i l l i o n  t o  o n e ?  W h y  a r e n ' t  t h e  n a m e s  
o f  t h e  b e s t  m o d e r n  p o e t s  s e e n  i n  t h e  h e a d l i n e s  o f  m a g a z i n e s  
a n d  t a b l o i d s  i n  g r o c e r y  s t o r e  c h e c k - o u t  l i n e s ?  W h y  d o  v o l -
u m e s  o f  p o e t r y  v i r t u a l l y  n e v e r  a p p e a r  o n  b e s t - s e l l e r  l i s t s ?  
T h e  a n s w e r s ,  l i k e  t h e  d e m o n s  e x o r c i s e d  b y  C h r i s t  f r o m  
t h e  i n s a n e  m a n ,  a r e  l e g i o n ,  a n d  t h e y  m o c k  t h o s e  o f  u s  
p o s s e s s e d  o f  t h e  n o t i o n  t h a t  p o e t r y  s h o u l d  b e  i m p o r t a n t .  
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B u t  t h e  m i r a c l e s  o f  t o d a y ' s  s a i n t s - - E d i s o n ,  E i n s t e i n ,  a n d  
t h e  o t h e r  a p o s t l e s  o f  s c i e n c e  a n d  t e c h n o l o g y - - c a n n o t  b e  u n -
d o n e .  N o r  c a n  t h e  c h a n g e s  w r o u g h t  i n  t h e  h e a r t s  o f  m e n  b y  
t h e  k n o w l e d g e  t h a t  t h e  a p o c a l y p s e  i s  b u t  a  p u s h  o f  a  b u t t o n  
a w a y . ·  .  
I m a g i n e ,  i f  y o u  w i l l ,  t h a t  y o u  a r e  a  d o c t o r  t r y i n g  t o  
d i a g n o s e  t h e  i l l n e s s  o f  p o e t r y .  Y o u  b e g i n  b y  l o o k i n g  f o r  
t h e  o v e r t  s y m p t o m s .  T h e  m o s t  n o t i c e a b l e  d i f f e r e n c e  f r o m  
t h e  p o e t r y  o n c e  t h o u g h t  t o  b e  t h e  g r a n d e s t  o f  a r t  f o r m s  i s  
t h a t  m o d e r n  p o e t r y  h a s  l o s t  i t s  r h y m e  a n d  r e g u l a r  m e t e r .  
T h e s e  t r a i t s  r e m a i n  i n  t h e  l y r i c s  o f  s o n g s ,  b u t  p o e t r y  i t -
s e l f  h a s  d i s c a r d e d  t h e  m u s i c a l  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  t h a t  o n c e  
p r o v i d e d  m u c h  o f  i t s  a p p e a l .  M e t e r e d ,  r h y m i n g  l i n e s  t e n d  
t o  s t i c k  i n  t h e  m e m o r y  i n  a  w a y  t h a t  l i n e s  i n  m o d e r n  v e r s e  
t y p i c a l l y  d o  n o t .  B u t  t h e s e  a r e  s y m p t o m s ,  n o t  t h e  r e a l  i l l -
n e s s .  
A s  y o u  p r o b e  m o r e  d e e p l y ,  m e a s u r i n g  t h e  p u l s e  a n d  p e e r i n g  
d o w n  t h e  t h r o a t  o f  p o e t r y ,  y o u  d i s c o v e r  t h e  d i s e a s e  i t s e l f ,  
a n d  i t  i s  s o m e t h i n g  a k i n  t o  p a r a l y s i s ,  p r o b a b l y  p s y c h o -
s o m a t i c .  T h e  i d e a s  o f  p o e m s  a r e  o b s c u r e d  w h e r e  o n c e  t h e y  
w e r e  p r o m i n e n t .  T h e  i m a g e r y ,  o n c e  t h e  m u s c l e  s u r r o u n d i n g  
t h e  m a r r o w  o f  t h e  p o e t ' s  i d e a s ,  n o  l o n g e r  c l i n g s  t o  t h e  b o n e ;  
r a t h e r  i t  t r i e s  t o  p r o v i d e  i t s  o w n  s t r u c t u r e  t o  t h e  b o d y .  
U n s u p p o r t e d  b y  s k e l e t a l  i d e a s ,  i t  i s  h e l p l e s s  t o  w a l k .  
R e a d i n g  p o e m s  f r o m  p r e - m o d e r n  e r a s ,  o r  e v e n  t h e  p o e m s  
o f  W h i t m a n ,  D i c k i n s o n ,  a n d  o t h e r  e a r l y  m o d e r n  p o e t s ,  o n e  
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s e n s e s  t h a t  t h e s e  p o e t s  f e l t  t h a t  t h e y  h a d  a n  i m p o r t a n t  m e s -
s a g e  t o  c o n v e y .  T h e y  w a n t e d  t o  b e  u n d e r s t o o d .  T h e y  n e e d e d  
t o  c o m m u n i c a t e .  T h e i r  p o e m s ,  i t  s e e m s ,  w e r e  w r i t t e n  w i t h  a  
f u l l  l i g h t  s h i n i n g  o n  t h e i r  m i n d s  a n d  h e a r t s  s o  t h a t  w h a t  
w a s  i n  t h e m  w a s  c l e a r l y  r e v e a l e d .  
C o n v e r s e l y ,  r e a d i n g  m o d e r n  p o e m s  i s  l i k e  w a d i n g  t h r o u g h  
a  s w a m p  i n  a  f o g .  W e  m a y  h e a r  t h e  s o u n d s  o f  t h e  o w l s  a n d  
t h e  b u l l f r o g s ,  a n d  s m e l l  t h e  s t e n c h  o f  t h e  r o t t i n g  l o g s .  
W e  k n o w  w e l l  e n o u g h  w e ' r e  i n  a  s w a m p ,  b u t  we'~e l o s t !  
H o w e v e r  r e c e p t i v e  w e  a r e  t o  t h e  i m a g e r y  a n d  t h e  s e n s a t i o n s  
o f  m o d e r n  p o e m s ,  w e  a r e  o f t e n  i n  a  q u a n d a r y  a s  t o  t h e i r  
m e a n i n g s .  
M e a n i n g !  T h a t ' s  t h e  k e y  w o r d .  T h a t ' s  w h a t  p e o p l e  w a n t  
f r o m  t h e i r  a r t  f o r m s  a n d  e n t e r t a i n m e n t s .  T h e r e  i s  n o  
p a u c i t y  o f  i m a g e s  i n  t h e i r  o w n  e x p e r i e n c e s ,  b u t  t h e y  e x p e c t  
t h e  a r t i s t  t o  g i v e  m e a n i n g  t o  t h o s e  i m a g e s .  D i s s e c t i n g  
l i n e s  o n  a  p a g e  f o r  h i d d e n  o r  n o n e x i s t e n t  c o n c e p t s  i s  a  s l o w ,  
d e m a n d i n g ,  a n d  s o m e t i m e s  f u t i l e  p r o c e s s ,  b u t  i n  a  m e r e  h a l f -
h o u r  o n  a  t e l e v i s i o n  s i t c o m ,  t h e  p r o b l e m ,  t h e  r e s o l u t i o n ,  
a n d  t h e  m o r a l  l e s s o n  a r e  a l l  a c t e d  o u t  i n  u n a m b i g u o u s  s i t u -
a t i o n s ,  w i t h  a  f e w  y u k s  t h r o w n  i n  t o  b o o t .  T e l e v i s i o n ,  i n  
t h i s  s e n s e ,  i s  l i k e  a  l o y a l  a d v i s o r  o n  a  b r o a d  r a n g e  o f  
i s s u e s ,  a n d  a s  s u c h  h a s  t a k e n  o v e r  t h e  s o c i a l  d u t i e s  t h a t  
p o e t s ,  a n d  e v e n  m a n y  p r i e s t s  a n d  p o l i t i c i a n s ,  h a v e  s h i r k e d .  
T h i s  i s  a n  a g e  o f  u n c e r t a i n t y .  E v e r y  m o d e r n  y i n  h a s  
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i t s  y a n g ,  a n d  e v e r y  t h e s i s  i t s  a n t i t h e s i s .  T h e  t y p i c a l  
r e s p o n s e  o f  t h e  p o e t  i s  f e a r  o f  t h e  y i n  b e c a u s e  o f  t h e  
y a n g ,  a n d  f e a r  o f  t h e  t h e s i s  b e c a u s e  o f  t h e  a n t i t h e s i s .  
R a t h e r  t h a n  t a k e  a  s t a n c e ,  t h e  m o d e r n  p o e t  e m b r a c e s - - o r  
t o o  o f t e n ,  i s  p a r a l y z e d  b y - - t h e  p a r a d o x e s  p r e s e n t e d  b y  
s c i e n c e ,  p h i l o s o p h y ,  r e l i g i o n ,  a n d  s o c i o - p o l i t i c a l  t h e o r y .  
P o e t r y  a s  a  v e h i c l e  f o r  t h e  e x p r e s s i o n  o f  i d e a s  h a s  b e e n  
s u p p l a n t e d  b y  p o e t r y  t h a t  s e r v e s  a s  a  p l a y g r o u n d  f o r  
l a n g u a g e .  
T h i s  s t a n c e  i s  f i n e ,  f o r  t h e  p o e t s .  R e a d e r s ,  h o w e v e r ,  
w h o  s e a r c h  p o e t r y  f o r  s o m e  i l l u m i n a t i o n  f o r  t h e i r  s o u l s ,  f i n d  
t h a t  t h e  m e a n i n g s  a r e  l i k e  r a r e  b i r d s  i n  a  d e n s e  j u n g l e .  
M o d e r n  A m e r i c a n s  a r e  t o o  e a s i l y  d i s c o u r a g e d  f r o m  p u r s u i n g  
t h e m ,  a n d  u n d e r s t a n d a b l y  s o  w h e n  w e  c o n s i d e r  h o w  e a s y  i t  
i s  t o  o b t a i n  g r a t i f i c a t i o n  b y  t u r n i n g  a  c o n v e n i e n t  s w i t c h .  
I t  m a y  a p p e a r  t h a t  I  h o l d  m o d e r n  p o e t r y ,  o r  p o e t s ,  i n  
c o n t e m p t  f o r  t h e i r  f a i l u r e  t o  m e e t  s o c i a l  n e e d s  w i t h  m e t h o d s  
a n d  r e s u l t s  s u p e r i o r  t o  t h o s e  o f  t e l e v i s i o n  p r o g r a m s  a n d  
t h e i r  w r i t e r s .  A c t u a l l y  I  d o n ' t .  P o e t r y  s t i l l  s e r v e s  a n  
i m p o r t a n t  f u n c t i o n ,  I  b e l i e v e ,  w h i c h  I ' l l  d i s c u s s  i n  a  
m o m e n t ,  b u t  i t s  p r i m a r y  r o l e  i s  n o  l o n g e r  t o  b e  a  m o d e  o f  
c o m m u n i c a t i o n  b e t w e e n  p o e t  a n d  r e a d e r .  C o m m u n i c a t i o n  c a n -
n o t  b e  t h e  p r i m a r y  r o l e  o f  p o e t r y ,  u n l e s s  m o r e  p o e t s  c o m e  
u p  w i t h  s u b s t a n t i v e  i d e a s  t o  c o m m u n i c a t e  a n d / o r  b e c o m e  
w i l l i n g  t o  p u t  t h e i r  i d e a s  i n t o  f o r m s  m o r e  r e a d i l y  c o m p r e -
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h e n d e d  b y  p o t e n t i a l  r e a d e r s .  H o w e v e r ,  I ' m  n o t  a d v o c a t i n g  
t h a t  p o e t s  s h o u l d  m a k e  s u c h  a n  e f f o r t ,  n o r  d o  I  b e l i e v e  
t h e y  w i l l  b e  v e r y  s u c c e s s f u l  i f  t h e y  d o .  
T h e  p o e m s  i n  t h i s  v o l u m e  d o  n o t ,  f o r  t h e  m o s t  p a r t ,  
a t t e m p t  a n y t h i n g  m o r e  t h a n  m o s t  o t h e r  m o d e r n  p o e m s ,  a n d  
o f t e n  l e s s .  M a n y  o f  t h e  p o e m s  d o n ' t  m a k e  " s e n s e . "  T h e i r  
i m a g e s  m a y  c r e a t e  c e r t a i n  i m p r e s s i o n s  o r  i n d u c e  c e r t a i n  
e m o t i o n s ,  b u t  w h e n  t h e y  c o n t a i n  i d e a s ,  t h e y  a r e  m o r e  o f t e n  
t h a n  n o t  d i f f i c u l t  t o  d e c i p h e r .  T h e i r  m e a n i n g s ,  i f  a n y  
a r e  i n t e n d e d ,  a r e  n o t  l i k e l y  t o  b e  q u i t e  t h e  s a m e  i n  t h e  
m i n d s  o f  r e a d e r s  a s  t h e y  a r e  i n  m y  m i n d .  
I  s t a t e d  e a r l i e r  m y  o p i n i o n  t h a t  p o e t r y  s t i l l  h a s  a n  
i m p o r t a n t  p l a c e .  T h e  p r i m a r y  f u n c t i o n  o f  p o e t r y  i n  c o n t e m -
p o r a r y  A m e r i c a ,  I  c o n t e n d ,  i s  t o  p r o v i d e  b e n e f i t s  t o  t h e  
p o e t .  T h e  p o e t  s t a n d s  t o  g a i n  f a r  m o r e  f r o m  t h e  w r i t i n g  o f  
a  p o e m  t h a n  d o  t h e  r e a d e r s  o f  i t .  Y o u ' l l  r e c a l l  t h a t  w e  
i m a g i n e d  o u r s e l v e s  d o c t o r s  e x a m i n i n g  t h e  d y i n g  b o d y  o f  p o e t r y .  
F r o m  t h a t  p o i n t  o f  v i e w ,  w h i c h  w a s  t h e  p e r s p e c t i v e  o f  t h e  
p e r p l e x e d  r e a d e r  o f  m o d e r n  p o e m s ,  w e  s a w  t h e  c o r p o r e a l  f o r m  
o f  p o e t r y .  B u t  t h e  s p i r i t u a l  f o r m  o f  t h e  p o e m  l i v e s  a s  
v i t a l l y  a s  e v e r  i n  t h e  h e a r t  o f  t h e  p o e t .  
T h e  p o e m s  i n  t h i s  v o l u m e  w e r e  w r i t t e n  i n  m y  b e d r o o m  
b e f o r e  d a w n ,  a t  t a b l e s  i n  t h e  d a r k  c o r n e r s  o f  b a r s ,  i n  
s h a b b y  m o t e l  r o o m s  i n  s m a l l  I o w a  t o w n s ,  a n d  b e h i n d  t h e  f r o n t  
d e s k  o f  a  m o t e l  w h e r e  I  w o r k e d  t h e  n i g h t  s h i f t .  I  w r o t e  
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e a c h  p o e m  b e c a u s e  w i t h i n  m e  t h e r e  w a s  a n  i n e x p l i c a b l e ,  
u r g e n t ,  a n d  c o m m a n d i n g  d e s i r e  t o  r e s t r u c t u r e  o l d  m e m o r i e s  
a n d  t o  l e a r n  w h y  t h o s e  p a r t i c u l a r  e x p e r i e n c e s  s t a y e d  w i t h  
m e  w h e n  o t h e r s  w e r e  f o r g o t t e n .  I  e n v i s i o n e d  n o  a u d i e n c e  
w h e n  I  w r o t e  t h e m .  T h a t  y o u ,  w h o  p r e s u m a b l y  i n t e n d  t o  
r e a d  m y  p o e m s ,  a c t u a l l y  d o  r e a d  t h e m ,  i s  i n c o n s e q u e n t i a l .  
I  d o  n o t  a s k  t o  b e  u n d e r s t o o d ,  e v e n  b y  m y s e l f .  I  a m  n o  
W h i t m a n ,  w h o  w o u l d  a s k  t h e  m u l t i t u d e s  t o  j o i n  i n  h i s  
d e m o c r a t i c  c h a n t s .  L e t  t h e  m a s s e s  t u n e  i n  t o  T h e  L o v e  
B o a t ,  i f  t h e y  w i s h .  I  p r e f e r  t o  w r i t e  p o e m s .  
T h i s  i s  t h e  r e a l  g o a l  o f  t h e  p o e t ,  t h e n ,  i n  m y  m i n d - -
n o t  t o  b e c o m e  m o r e  p o p u l a r  t h a n  L a v e r n e  a n d  S h i r l e y  o r  t o  
i m p a r t  h i s  w i s d o m  t o  t h e  w o r l d - - b u t  t o  h e e d  t h e  c a l l  o f  h i s  
o w n  i n n e r  v o i c e  w h e n  i t  a s k s  h i m  t o  c o n s i d e r  t h e  m e a n i n g s  
o f  h i s  l i f e .  A n d  w h e n  e a c h  p e r s o n  b e c o m e s  h i s  o w n  p e r s o n a l  
p o e t ,  h e  w i l l  n o  l o n g e r  r e q u i r e  h i s  e l e c t r o n i c  p a c i f i e r .  
' -------- ----
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B l a c k  W a t e r  
A  b o y  t h r o w n  h e l p l e s s l y  
I n t o  t h e  b a c k  o f  a  s t a t i o n  w a g o n  
W a t c h e s  f o r  t h e  g l o w  
O f  t h e  t o w n s  b e y o n d  D e n v e r  
A l w a y s  a f t e r  n i g h t f a l l  
G a p i n g  a t  t h e  m i l k y  s k y  
T h a t  d o m e s  t h e  d i s t a n t  c i t i e s  
H o p i n g  f o r  a  s w i m m i n g  p o o l  
A t  t h e  n e x t  m o t e l  
H o p i n g  i t s  w a t e r s  w i l l  b e  c l e a r e r  
T h a n  t h e  s k y  o v e r  P u e b l o  
A n d  t h e  b l a c k  m i r r o r e d  s u r f a c e  
O f  t h e  p o o l  i n  B o i s e  
1 0  
E l e c t r i c  R e d e m p t i o n  
T h i s  i s  t h e  r e d e e m i n g  t h i n g  
T h a t  w e  i n  c i v i l i z e d  p r e s c r i p t i o n s  
D e s c r i b e d  t h e  c u r e  f o r  r i g o r  m o r t i s  
O f  t h e  s p i r i t  a n d  
A l l o w e d  o l d  w a y s  t o  e x p i r e  
I n  i n e v i t a b l e  a r m s  u n c o m f o r t e d  
A n d  n e w  w a y s  t o  f l o u r i s h  l i k e  b a b i e s  
P o e m s  s c r i b b l e d  n o w  i n  a  m o t e l  r o o m  
A r e  t h e  l a s t  l i g h t s  o u t  
I n  a  d a r k e n e d  c i t y  
B u t  b e h i n d  d r a w n  s h a d e s  i n  o t h e r  r o o m s  
A r e  t h e  f l a s h e s  a n d  r a d i a n t  g l o w s  
O f  v i d e o  i l l u m i n a t i n g  t h e  s o u l s  
O f  t h e  p o p u l a c e  
A l l  o f  u s  e a c h  o f  u s  
S h a r i n g  i n  p r i v a t e  p l e a s u r e s  
T h e  c u m u l a t i v e  f r e e d o m  
E a r n e d  b y  o u r  t h r i v i n g  f o r e b e a r s  
H e i r s  o f  a  n e w  e r a  
W h e n  c h a o s  b e n e v o l e n t l y  r e i g n s  
1 1  
M o t e l  S i x  
I n  t h e  l a s t  m o t e l  r o o m  
C e z a n n e  w i l l  b e  a  c a r d b o a r d  m e m o r y  
A n d  s t a l e  c i g a r e t t e  s m o k e  
W i l l  l i n g e r  w h e n  t h e  o c c u p a n t s  a r e  g o n e  
A n d  i n  t h a t  r o o m  
W h e r e  m a n y  b e e r t a b s  w i l l  b e  p u l l e d  
L o n e l i n e s s  w i l l  b e  a s  i n e f f i c i e n t  
A s  t h e  c l a n g i n g  f u r n a c e  
A n d  v o i c e s  w i l l  b e  h e a r d  t h e r e  
L e a v i n g  a  t r a c e  o f  t h e m s e l v e s  
T o  w h i s p e r  t o  t h e  d r e a m e r  
I n  t h e  l a s t  m o t e l  r o o m  
T h e  v e r y  l a s t  o n e  
W h i l e  h e  s l e e p s  n e a r  t h e  f r e e w a y  
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1 2  
Z e p p e l i n  i n  C l o u d s  
I n  t h e  y e a r  t h e  d e c a d e s  t u r n e d  
F r o m  p r o t e s t  t o  i n t r o s p e c t i o n  
A n d  f r o m  c o m m e r c e  t o  d o u b t  
A  p i c t u r e  w a s  d r a w n  
I n  t h e  s k y  o v e r  P o r t l a n d  
O f  a  z e p p e l i n  i n  t h e  c l o u d s  
I n  s i l e n c e  h o v e r i n g  
O v e r  t h e  j u n c t i o n  o f  r i v e r s  
L i k e  a  p l u m p  o l d  w a t c h m a n  
G u a r d i n g  t h e  n i g h t  
W h i l e  a  s t a r  s h o n e  d o w n  
W i t h  a  s i n g u l a r  b e a m  
T o  e n l i g h t e n  t h e  c i t y  
I n  a n  a m b i a n c e  o f  p r o t e c t i o n  
A  y o u n g  m a n  l o o k e d  s k y w a r d  
A n d  s a w  a  d a r k  c y l i n d e r  
D i s s o l v i n g  i n  t h e  c l o u d s  
A n d  b e l i e v i n g  i t  i l l u s i o n  
W a s  c o n t e n t  
1 3  
R a f t s m a n  
T h e  b r o w n - s k i n n e d  m a n  i s  u s e d  t o  t h e  s u n  
A n d  t h e  p a c e  o f  J a m a i c a  
P o i s e d  o n  t h e  b o w  o f  h i s  l o n g  r a f t  
P o l i n g  d o w n  f r o m  t h e  B l u e  M o u n t a i n s  
T o  t h e  w a r m  s e a  o r  
P o o r  S i s y p h u s  
T o w i n g  h i s  t r a d e  u p l a n d  
T h r o u g h  t h e  g a n j a  f i e l d s  
S t o p p i n g  a t  h o m e  o n  o c c a s i o n  
T o  s h a r e  a  s u c c u l e n t  p i n e a p p l e  
U n t i l  i n  t h e  b l u e  s m o k y  l i g h t  o f  m o r n i n g  
H e  p u l l s  h i s  r a f t  t h e  l a s t  f e w  m i l e s  
T o  t h e  f o o t h i l l s  a n d  t h e  l u s h  r i v e r  b a n k s  
W h e r e  h e  w a i t s  i n  t h e  s h a d e  
F o r  t h e  T h u r s d a y  b u s  
T h e  t h e  b i g  t i p p e r s  w h o  a r r i v e  
P o c k e t s  b u l g i n g  w i t h  A m e r i c a  
1 4  
N a r c i s s u s  t h e  C r a n e  
N a r c i s s u s  r o s e  u p  a m o n g  t h e  s h r u b s  
I n  t h e  g a r d e n  o f  l o v e  
A n d  u n f o l d e d  h i s  w i n g s  
T o  s t r e t c h  b e f o r e  f l i g h t  
A n d  t o  d r e a m  
O f  t r a n s c e n d e n c e  a n d  r e t u r n  
O r  
N a r c i s s u s  s t u m b l e d  d o w n  t h e  p a t h  
T o  a  b i t t e r  p o o l  o f  w i s d o m  
W h e r e  h e  s a w  h i s  o w n  r e f l e c t i o n  
A n d  a g a i n  
N a r c i s s u s  r o s e  u p  
A m o n g  t h e  l i t t l e  J a p a n e s e  s h r u b s  
1 5  
I n t r o s p e c t i o n  
A t  l a s t  y o u  s e e  y o u r s e l f  
F r o m  o u t s i d e  a  f r o s t e d  w i n d o w  
L o o k i n g  i n  l i k e  a  p e e p i n g  T o m  
F o r g e t f u l  o f  t h e  n i g h t - a i r  c h i l l  
A s  y o u  g a z e  a t  y o u r  o w n  n a k e d n e s s  
A n d  y o u  a r e  t h e  o b j e c t  
T h e  g i r l - c h i l d  d a y d r e a m i n g  
O n  y o u r  v i r g i n a l  w h i t e  s h e e t s  
G u a r d i n g  y o u r s e l f  l i k e  a  w o l f - s h e p h e r d  
Y o u  c r o u c h  i n  a  s h a d o w i n g  h e d g e  
T h a t  h i d e s  y o u  f r o m  s t r e e t l i g h t s  
A n d  t h e  v a s t  g l o w  o f  t h e  c i t y  
A n d  y o u  t h e  w a t c h e d  
L i e  o p e n  a n d  u n s u s p e c t i n g  
W h i l e  d i s t u r b e d  e y e s  f e a s t  
1 6  
B u d d h a s  a n d  G a r g o y l e s  
L a t e  a t  n i g h t  i n  t h e  l o u n g e  
T h e  t h i n g s  t h a t  s e e m e d  g r o t e s q u e  
A s  I  s t o o d  a t  t h e  e n d  o f  t h e  b a r  
W e r e  t h e  i c o n s  o f  B u d d h a  i n  b o o t h s  
A n d  t h e  g a r g o y l e s  o n  s t o o l s  
B a t h e d  i n  l a v e n d e r  s e n s u a l  l i g h t s  
A n d  w e a r i n g  t h e  b e a t i f i c  c o u n t e n a n c e  
O f  a  p a t r o n  s a i n t  o f  a l c o h o l i c  c a u s e s  
I  w a s  p r o p e r l y  p u z z l e d  
A n d  w e n t  h o m e  s c r a t c h i n g  m y  h e a d  
- - - - - - - - - -
f :  
1 7  
S t a r s  
F o r g o t t e n  s t a r s  o n  t h e  e d g e  o f  t h e  e y e  
A r e  u n s e e n  w h e n  t h e  f o g  l i e s  i n  c l o s e  
L i k e  p e r m a n e n c e  o r  w h e n  
I n  a  p a s t i c h e  o f  s t a r s  a n d  p l a n e t s  
A n d  a  q u i e s c e n t  m o o n  
T h e y  a r e  h a n d - d r a w n  c o m p l e x  s t a r s  
S l i d i n g  o n  t h e  k n i f e ' s  e d g e  
L i k e  s l o w  m o t i o n  l u m i n o u s  t h u m b s  
A n d  a r e  c u t  o n  t h e  e q u i n o x  l i k e  d i a m o n d s  
L i k e  j e w e l s  o n  b l a c k  s a t i n  
T h e  s t a r s  a r e  o n  d i s p l a y  
A n d  i n  e a c h  i n t r i c a t e  f a c e t  
R e f l e c t  t h e i r  h u m a n  l o v e r s '  d e s i r e s  
T h e  s t a r s  k n o w  t h e y  a r e  f o r g o t t e n  
B u t  d o  n o t  f o r g e t  t h e m s e l v e s  
A n d  w i l l  c o m e  t o  u s  a g a i n  
A s  o r g a s m i c  f l e e t i n g  m e t e o r s  
T o  r e m i n d  u s  o f  l o v e  
1 8  
S t a r s  A g a i n  
R o m a n t i c  n o t i o n s  I  h a d  
W e r e  l i k e  c o m e t s  o r  s t a r s  
F a d i n g  i n  a n d  o u t  o f  t h e  s u n  
T o  g l i s t e n  o n  m u g g y  n i g h t s  
L i k e  d r o p s  o f  c r e a m  
O r  t o  f l a s h  o n  c l e a r  n i g h t s  
L i k e  s p a r k l e r s  
O n  t h e  g r e a t  A m e r i c a n  f a n t a s y  
F o u r t h  o f  J u l y  
M e n  a n d  w o m e n  a n d  E a r t h  a n d  c o s m o s  
E x h a l e  i n  u n i s o n  t h e  m i g h t y  b r e a t h s  
O f  t h e  s p i r i t s  a n d  t h e  e l e m e n t s  
T h a t  a r e  n o t  a n  A m e r i c a n  d r e a m  
B u t  a  f i n e  r o m a n c e  
P u r e  a n d  r e a l  
N o t  m o n e y  
19 
When Missiles Fly 
Already you cry 
At the thought of deprivation 
And moan of wars to come 
And bombs to fall 
And you tear out your hair 
While speaking of the night 
When airbursts will brighten the sky 
Like sudden suns 
You weep and pray 
To be spared the underground life 
Of sterility and hunger and deformation 
Your tears stream like rivulets 
Down your anxious chalked face 
No longer tame nor vague 
But as sharp as the executioner's blade 
Defined and shining 
And you wail and you writhe 
While the doors of your personal hell 
Close behind you 
And the missiles soar 
Over the continents of your imagination 
20 
Moctezuma 
Moctezuma resides like a lizard 
Under the shadows of our stone hearts 
Too primitive for our European manipulations 
Carelessly plucking out the throbbing organs 
Of those who would tame him 
And washing in a tide of blood the impurities 
With an unfamiliar savagery 
Even now his tongue darts 
And his reptilian soul lurks 
Beneath our mailed breasts 
We are never to be rid of him 
And when at last the searing sun falls 
He will come out 
To offer a final sacrifice 
Toward the moon 
Orange 
Autunm 
And full 
21 
Toward the Moon 
The wolfmen howl 
And their breaths burn the leaves of dry trees 
And frighten away the squirrels 
Through the forests the wolfmen prowl 
Toward the fires 
The cabins 
The dining tables the silverware 
The candlelit reflections in the spoons 
And their distorted images 
Bring froth to their violent tongues 
-~---------------
22 
View from the Front Porch 
A comet's tail or the track of an electron 
In a cloud chamber dissolving like the land 
Beyond the east-side shade of the front porch 
Eastwardly bending toward Maine 
Each mile bridging another in swollen space 
Sulphurous as the industrial wind 
Spewed out empty and bitter and stin~ing 
Polluted packets of energy which dance like sailors 
On the precipice of my tongue 
Eastward also in the dusky light 
With friends gazing 
Crushing leaves beneath restless shuffling feet 
Leaves that have littered the lawn 
Disdained by the neighbors 
But something less of a threat 
Than nuclear waste 
23 
Well of Paradox 
Tired of the honest voice 
That whispers commands 
And of manipulations 
I stop to rest at the dark well 
And to draw out the living water 
Chaotic and churning in my cup 
To be nourished by the drink 
That creates and destroys itself 
And stirs in my belly the poisons 
And the nutriments of life 
I draw buckets full 
Never to be satiated 
With the changes and the paradox 
24 
Big Sky 
He heard the mountains singing 
Of an old undying dream 
That urged him to sell his last possessions 
Cash his last paycheck 
And get under the big sky 
And heard the waves lapping Pacific shores 
And smelled sea breezes as fragrant 
As the sweetest love potions 
And the voices he heard calling 
Of the forests and rivers uncaring 
Whether he was loser or winner 
Or taker or giver 
And he waited for the winter to end 
And the sun to climb higher 
Waited to drive out tomorrow 
To the big sky 
---- ---------~·--
25 
Drunk in the Library 
Drunk in the library 
The old dancer climbs to a tabletop 
To chant his obscene song 
To the readers 
Who annoyed 
Are scowling as he serenades the authors 
Each by name 
And when his audience disperses 
He invites them to hang 
From gallows of living wood 
And he spins and leaps across the room 
With an echo in his mouth 
While the readers are crying 
Crying 
On the covers of their books 
26 
Dispersal 
Banished and scattered 
Poems are like Israelites 
Or like windburst dandelions 
Infertile and supplanted 
By a new and noxious weed 
Made of circuitry and oak 
With its own healing properties 
And its own cruel power 
To shock 
27 
PART II. GUILLOTINE 
28 
Preacher 
The boy who hoped 
Preached to a congregation of the Lord 
And stood by the sanctuary door 
To watch his flock file by 
He should have known 
It was a waste of time 
But he preached again 
Sunday morning with the blurred vision 
Of the Spirit and a hangover 
Preached eyes closed 
And stomped the altar 
Waving his Bible like a six-gun 
In the faces of those who 
Complacent as lambs 
Were too innocent for bullets 
Or lobotomies 
29 
The Deluge 
He approaches you 
Las Vegas 
From the high desert 
Driving down through the heat waves 
Down to the Black Mountains 
Down to your neons 
On the first day of creation 
To your oasis there 
The mecca to those new persons 
Who would sin or like him 
Combat it and 
The angels herald his coming 
Skimming the sage-pocked Earth 
Like supersonic jets from Nellis 
Swooping in like your storms 
And like the wall of dust 
That proceeds the fierce rains 
Which deluge your Sundays 
With the waters of love 
And immerse you in his song 
Of the apocalypse 
30 
Guillotine 
The preacher held his Bible high 
Its leather red as a guillotine blade 
And gave the low prophetic cry 
Of the wilderness and the wounds 
And the dust and ashes muffling 
The consolation of prayer 
And the shuffling of the flock 
Driven through the night 
By the howls of the sinners 
And the fear of night while 
The preacher's voice echoed 
From dust to dust 
And the sheep dispersed quietly 
To wait again for morning 
And the slaughter 
31 
Anchorite 
He breathes the thin air 
And has knowledge of cloud tops 
And patchwork fields 
And tiny humans 
Seen with Solomon's vain eyes 
From the pinnacle that soars 
Far above voices crying in agony 
That there is no joy 
Voices repeating the criteria for joy 
Until the meaning of joy 
Is drowned in cacophony 
Here 
In the silence and wind 
A bitter chill 
And the mystery of death 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~- --------------- ---
32 
Advertisement for Beef 
Changing high-water boots for street shoes 
The Holy Spirit saunters down the avenue 
Seeking victims 
He will translate them into languages 
Which are nonsense to the koine 
For the folk of twenty centuries 
Have choked on the raw bloody words 
And are used to hot beef after all 
And make distinctions 
Between the words and the truth 
33 
The Dice 
Following our lives with gleeful eyes 
The gods shout their expectations 
As we stumble from cool spinning fingertips 
Across green velvet to rebound 
And number the categories of fate 
34 
PART III. THE HUMMINGMAN 
35 
Birth of the Hummingman 
The hemispheres divided 
Rocking to a grandiose rhythm 
When the hummingman was born 
And the gray matter settled 
Like molded jello into his skull 
Wriggling with capriciousness 
Electrically becoming 
Left and right brains 
Like East and West cultures 
In his cellular society 
Made by a blind sculptress 
Who with sight in her hands 
Made cataclysm incarnate 
36 
The Hummingman is Wounded 
When the voices in his mind were warring 
The iridescent hummingman retreated 
Darting across the smoky greensward 
To the quiet houses that drew no fire 
Where children huddled in fear 
While their fathers fell for a revolution 
For real and noble causes not 
For the cause of passion diminishing 
And in the low shrubs the hummingman cowered 
And watched the conflict rage on 
Until the body of his introspection 
Lay mutilated by cannon fire 
37 
The Hummingman Sees Jesus 
The hummingman sees Jesus 
On a roadsign near Atlanta 
Sees him preaching to Southern Baptists 
In a suit and tie 
Sees him waving corporate bonds 
Over Wall Street hordes 
Sees him squatting with a statue 
In a Buddhist gown 
And sees him going up in smoke 
When the votive candles die 
So the hummingman with clipped wings 
Casts off in a Dodge 
To navigate his own course 
Down the road 
38 
Confusion of the Hummingman 
The hummingman pauses 
And flits about the cloth flowers 
Gracing the table of a wedding feast 
And is puzzled by the curious 
Odorless treasures 
That are like distorted mouths 
Detached and sucking from the air 
Tiny plankton of emotion 
39 
Hummingman in a Cage with Lovebirds 
The hummingman once captured 
Lived in a cage full of lovebirds 
A hardtime hobbling lovebird 
A folksung dulcimer lovebird 
A greenfused bubble lovebird 
A silverglazed pigslime lovebird 
A flying smokestack lovebird 
A flatbacked treefrog lovebird 
And a grimy bumshell lovebird 
And there in that slum amqng aviaries 
The hummingman found one love 
Two loves 
Anmesia 
---------------------------- ~-~--~~--~-~ 
40 
The Hummingman in Space 
Across the black ribbon of space 
Soars the hummingman 
Last dreamer 
Casting the holy light of another moon 
Seeking the one lost soul 
Of the autumn Earth 
Last child of the fantastic generation 
41 
The Hummingman on the Moon 
Obscurity is but one side of the moon 
One face turned to the wall 
In aversion of the sight of changes 
And on that side the hummingman pauses 
To savor the fragrant black roses 
That create their own atmosphere 
In which his ceaselessly beating wings 
Cause their familiar buzz 
42 
Hummingman with Anchorites 
Not far from the place where puppets roam 
Beneath the gaze of their emperors 
Not far from home or from innocence 
The hummingman flits about the caves 
Of the anchorites staring down 
And searches for nourishment 
In the scrubby cliffside brush 
While to the anchorites he hums 
The song of the ancients 
And his music travels the wind 
To be heard in some far away steaming jungle 
By a reptile rising on hind legs 
To hearken to the call of a higher voice 
43 
The Reminiscing Hummingman 
In the garden the hummingman 
Tarries at dusk 
Before ebullient blossoms 
Considering his age 
And the variousness of life 
And having savored blooms 
Of many flavors 
He recalls the pungent flowers 
Of Jamaica 
And the nectar of bluebells 
In the Rockies 
And the hummingman flies 
On furious unseen wings 
While his ruby-throated head 
Seems still 
44 
Joy of the Hummingman 
He has been a blur 
And whirring chord 
Since childhood humming 
From one still life to another 
On an unlikely canvas 
Like an orbiting quark 
He is stable in motion 
The hummingman 
The embodiment of change 
And unlamented alterations 
Celebrating nectar 
With his seductive songs 
